Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks
Wildlife Division

DRAFT ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT (EA)

BUFFALO COULEE CONSERVATION EASEMENT PROPOSAL

l. INTRODUCTION

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (MFWP) proposes targhase a conservation easement on the
Buffalo Coulee Project property, consisting of apgmately 2,825 acres of private land in
Valley County northwest of Glasgow and near Varadalihis property is composed of native
shrub and prairie grasslands habitat that has fmeerd to be critically important to wintering
migratory antelope and serves as an importantwittekey linkage between summer and winter
ranges with migrating sage grouse. The property msludes approximately 2 miles of Milk
River riparian habitat, along with hay meadows andnaged cropland. This conservation
project reflects the desire of all parties to coméi the landowner’s agricultural operation, while
maintaining and enhancing wildlife habitats. Thmssement will keep the property in private
ownership and operation, preserve important wedliabitats and guarantee managed public
access for hunting and other recreational pursuits.

Il. AUTHORITY AND DIRECTION

Montana FWP has the authority under State law 04, Montana Code Annotated) to protect,
enhance, and regulate the use of Montana’s fishvaldiife resources for public benefit now
and in the future. FWP also has the authority tquae land or interests in land for these
purposes (87-1-209, MCA). As with other FWP propesicquisition proposals, the Fish,
Wildlife and Parks Commission and the State LandrBdfor easements greater than 100 acres
or $100,000) must approve any easement proposathéyagency. This Environmental
Assessment (EA) is part of that decision makingess.

[I. LOCATION OF PROJECT

The Buffalo Coulee Project is located approximagiyiles southwest of Vandalia, and also
includes property located 4 miles northwest of Gdas, and 2 miles east of Tampico. It consists
of 2,825 total acres. The Milk River flows along tiwestern boundaries of the river property,
and Buffalo Coulee bisects the uplands unit nearddéa. All of the land involved is within
deer/elk hunting district 630. A map of the prdpes included as Appendix | in this document.



V. PURPOSE AND NEED FOR THE PROPOSED ACTION

The primary purpose of this action is to preseheeihtegrity of the native habitats and their
traditional agricultural use and ownership. Thienary habitats represented on the Buffalo
Coulee Project property include riparian corrideagebrush and shrub grasslands, and plains
grasslands. Critical winter range for migratingedmpe, and habitat that serves as migratory
linkage to migrating sage grouse, will be perpetddty maintaining and improving existing
habitat. In addition, wildlife use, including shagled grouse, mule deer, white-tailed deer,
ring-necked pheasants, Merriam’s turkeys, mourdiongges, several species of ducks, and a wide
variety of native species of migratory birds, sandgy small mammals, and bats, will be
perpetuated.

A secondary result of this project is guarantedalipwaccess to this farm and ranch land for
hunting and other recreational pursuits. Curreritge public access is allowed on the Buffalo
Coulee Project property. Acquisition of this easathwill ensure and promote public recreation
on this property and provide additional accesfi¢oMlilk River and associated uplands. Several
farms along the Milk River and associated uplaralgelbeen for sale at prices that prohibit the
purchase of this land by local agricultural prodscelThese farms have been marketed based on
their recreational values and proximity to the Mikrer; once purchased, new landowners have
typically closed off any public recreational oppuonities.

V. DESCRIPTION OF PROPOSED ACTION

The proposed action is for FWP to purchase, hotbraonitor a conservation easement on the
Buffalo Coulee Project property. This easementld/clude 2,825 acres of the ranch which is
all the deeded property. The total purchase pacéhe proposed easement will be based on
appraisal, and is estimated to be in the rang&0®$00 to $800,000. FWP would also cost-
share fencing and water development materials redjio implement the grazing system
(approximately $74,300 in one-time start-up castd would pursue partnerships with other
agencies and entities to help defray such cost®2’5Wabitat Montana is the primary funding
source for this project.

Specific terms of the easement in their entireeyantained in a separate legal document, which
is the proposed "Deed of Conservation Easementiis document lists FWP and landowner
rights under the terms of the easement, asagelestrictions on landowner activities. The ght
of both parties and restrictions on landowner @t were negotiated with and agreed to by
FWP and the landowner.

To summarize the terms of the easement, FWP'ssrigbiude the right to:

(1) identify, preserve and enhance specific habitatgjqularly river bottom riparian, sagebrush
and shrub grasslands, and prairie grasslands;

(2) monitor and enforce restrictions;

(3) prevent activities inconsistent with the easement;



(4) ensure public access for the purpose of recredtfamding. Hunting access for all sex and
age classes of game animals and game birds dutiegtablished seasons will be provided
for a minimum of 750 hunter days each fall, andiaimmum of 150 angler days annually.

The landowner will retain all of the rights in tpeoperty that are not specifically restricted and

that are not inconsistent with the conservatiorppses of the proposed easement, including the

right to:

(1) pasture and graze this land in accordance with gtezing system described in the
Management Plan (See Appendix Il);

(2) maintain water resources;

(3) maintain the existing residences, sheds, corrald, aher improvements at the farmstead
located on the farm;

(4) construct, remove, maintain, renovate, repair, eplace fences, roads and other non-
residential improvements necessary for acceptatifamagement practices; and

(5) control noxious weeds.

The proposed easement will restrict uses thatren@nsistent with the conservation purposes of

the easement, including the following uses of ttuperty:

(1) control or manipulation of existing native vegetati including cottonwood and green ash
trees;

(2) draining or reclamation of wetland or riparian aea

(3) any subdivision;

(4) cultivation or farming beyond existing levels;

(5) outfitting or fee hunting;

(6) mineral exploration, development, and extractiorsiface mining techniques;

(7) construction of permanent structures except agitbesicabove;

(8) commercial feed lots;

(9) establishment or operation of a game farm, gam& fairm, shooting preserve, fur farm,
menagerie or zoo;

(10)commercial or industrial use, except traditionai@gtural use;

(11) refuse dumping

The conservation easement provides FWP with th# t@conserve approximately 43 acres of
native riparian habitat along the Milk River. Riar restoration may include planting of native
vegetation and fencing. The easement will requimat tthe landowner and FWP work

cooperatively to plant dense nesting cover, foadspland woody cover for game bird habitat on
up to approximately 370 acres.



VI. DESCRIPTION OF REASONABLE ALTERNATIVES TO THE P ROPOSED
ACTION

The intent of this action on the Buffalo Coulee jBcbis to maintain this land as a traditional
Montana working farm, consistent with the landovi;éntent to continue to own, operate and
maintain the property. The landowner does notrdes sell the property to FWP.  Since
conservation easements also represent FWP's @efeption for conservation efforts with
private landowners, the only other alternative eexd in this EA is the "No Action

Alternative".

1. No Action Alternative

If the Department does not purchase a conservaasement to protect the
Buffalo Coulee Project, the land can be expectedretmain under current
management practices. Currently, recreationalsacieallowed to the property
through the Block Management Program but in thar&ytthe land could be sold
to subsequent owners who wouldn’t provide publiceas for hunting or fishing.

Additionally the ranch would remain vulnerable taral subdivision and

development, potentially compromising the habitad eecreational values of the
land.

Vil.  EVALUATION OF IMPACTS ON THE PHYSICAL ENVIRO NMENT

1. Land Resources

Impact of Proposed Action: No negative environmeimg@acts would occur as a
result of this proposal. The terms of the proposadement are structured to
prevent adverse impacts on soils and vegetation.graking plan has been
developed and will be implemented that will enhanseil maintenance
(Management Plan, Appendix II). Subdivision andedepment of the land is
restricted, as is additional cultivation. The pyepd easement will insure that the
land resources are maintained.

No Action Alternative: Without terms of the propdseasement being structured
to prevent adverse impacts on soils and vegetatlmre would likely be no
change in the short-term. However, if the land deseloped or sold, disturbance
of soils from more intense agricultural practicessidential development and
other commercial uses could occur.

2. Air Resources

Impact of Proposed Action: There would be no intpac

No Action Alternative: There would be no immediatgact.



3. Water Resources

Impact of Proposed Action: Current agriculturalsisa the property have proven
to be compatible with maintenance of water qualijowever, positive impacts
should be realized in surface and ground waterrasudt of improvements in soil
condition and reduction of erosion by developingl amproving rest rotation
grazing systems, and protecting riparian areas.itibdidl water improvements
will be developed in order to improve livestocktdizution, range conditions, and
riparian vigor throughout the ranch. There woulchbenegative impact over what
is currently associated with a working ranch operat

No Action Alternative: There would likely be no imag in the short-term.

However, if the land was developed or sold withowriservation protection, there
would be no assurances that over time the usei®fptioperty wouldn't change
from ranching and farming to some other use.

4. Vegetation Resources

Impact of Proposed Action: This action would resnolta positive impact. The
terms of the easement protect the quantity, qualig character of the native
plant communities found on the property. The mibsd grazing program will

enhance and maintain the vigor and productivityvefietation on the Buffalo

Coulee Project. The proposed action also ensteesand's primary use in the
future will be farming and livestock grazing, whidepend on maintaining a
productive vegetative resource. Noxious weed mamagt will be an important
component of a successful farm operation.

No Action Alternative: Without protections of tly@antity, quality, and character
of the native plant communities found on the propehere would likely be no

change in the short-term. However, if the land waseloped or sold, there
would be no conservation measures in place to aiaithe productivity of the

land. Future impacts to native vegetation and algroductivity of the land

could be significant. In addition, there would be long-term protection of
existing native plant communities.

5. Fish/Wildlife Resources

Impact of Proposed Action: This action will bendditvariety of wildlife. The
terms of the easement conserve the land as agraluénd open space to provide
year-round habitat for many of Montana's nativediifie species. Wildlife and
agriculture can coexist well together as demoredrain Montana today.
Conserving native plant communities is important fmost of Montana's
indigenous wildlife species. Implementation okatfrotation grazing system will
ensure adequate quantity and quality of foragecawer for a variety of wildlife
species. No adverse effects are expected on veesdly or abundance of game



species, non-game species or unique, rare, thezhten endangered species.
There would be no barriers erected which wouldtlwildlife migration or daily
movements. There would be no introduction of nahive species into the area.

No Action Alternative: Without terms to conserveetland as agricultural and
open space to provide year-round habitat for madnpantana's native wildlife

species, there would likely be no change in thetdeom. However, there would
be no provisions preventing development for reameat purposes. If this occurs,
open space would diminish over time resulting gngicant long-term negative
effects to most species of wildlife. There would o provisions preventing
activities such as the construction of fences dewobarriers that could inhibit
wildlife movement. Wildlife species would be nagaty impacted by the

conversion of existing native vegetation to othezsu

6. Adjacent Land

Impact of Proposed Action: No negative impact ipeoted. Existing fences
would be maintained along the perimeter of the &8offCoulee Project. Public
hunting access will help in managing wildlife pogtidns to lessen agricultural
damage to this and adjacent ranches. FWP will werth any adjacent
landowners that perceive possible impacts.

No Action Alternative: There will not be a changethe short-term, but if the
land was developed or sold, it could result in Wigdcaused agricultural damage
to adjacent private lands.

VIl.  EVALUATION OF IMPACTS ON THE HUMAN ENVIRONMEN T
1. Noise/Electrical Effects
Impact of Proposed Action: No impact would occueogxisting conditions.
No Action Alternative: There would be no immediatgact.
2. Land Use
Impact of Proposed Action: There would be no impaith the productivity or
profitability of the ranch, or conflicts with exisg land uses in the area. The

traditional uses of the land would be maintainedaurthe Proposed Action.

No Action Alternative: If the land was developedsmid, it could affect habitat
quality and current wildlife numbers. Public reatienal opportunity would very
likely be diminished.



3. Risk/Health Hazards

Impact of Proposed Action: No impact would occur.
No Action Alternative: No impact would occur.

4. Community Impacts

Impact of Proposed Action: There would be no apéted negative impacts to the
community. The scenic values and open charactehisfproperty would be
maintained and enjoyed by the community in perpetuiThis issue is also
addressed in the attached Socio-Economic Assessment

No Action Alternative: Without protection of theestc values and open character
of this property being maintained for enjoyment tbng public in perpetuity,
hunting access and public access on this ranchdnMikdly be restricted in the
future, negatively affecting traditional recreatbopportunities in the area.

5. Public Services/Taxes/Utilities

Impact of Proposed Action: There would be no eftectocal or state tax bases or
revenues, no alterations of existing utility syséeon tax bases of revenues, nor
increased uses of energy sources. As an agriablpuoperty, the land would
continue to be taxed as it has before. This issadso addressed in the attached
Socio-Economic Assessment.

No Action Alternative: No immediate impact wouldooe. If rural subdivision
did occur in this area in the future, greater demsamwould be placed on county
resources.

6. Aesthetics/Recreation

Impact of Proposed Action: There would be no impadhe easement would
maintain in perpetuity the quality and quantityretreational opportunities and
scenic vistas and would not affect the charactéh@heighborhood. This issue is
also addressed in the attached Socio-Economic sisess.

No Action Alternative: There would be no guarandéeontinued public access to
the land or across the land for recreational pwpodf rural subdivision and/or
other developments occur it would reduce the asisthrd recreational quality of
the area. Future landowners would likely not begaserous with recreational
access as the current landowner.



7. Cultural/Historic Resources

Impact of Proposed Action: No impacts are anti@datHowever, any surface
disturbance associated with grazing improvementddoplaced on state and
federal land will be subject to any legally reqdiiltural review.

No Action Alternative: Any future developments dnstland would likely have
an adverse impact on the cultural and historiceslf this farm.

8. Socio-Economic Assessment

Please refer to the attached Socio-Economic Assaddior additional analysis of
impacts on the human environment.

IX.  SUMMARY EVALUATION OF SIGNIFICANCE

The proposed action should have no negative cuivelleffect. However, when considered on a
larger scale, this action poses a substantialipesitumulative effect on wildlife, range
management, riparian habitats and open spacerahih will remain in private ownership,
continue to contribute to agricultural productiordahus contribute to the local economy.

The "No Action Alternative” would not preserve ttiwersity of wildlife habitats in perpetuity.
Without the income from the proposed conservatesement, the current landowner or any
successor owners might consider other income ogtjpoientially including either selling the
property or subdividing parts of it, or breakingina prairie for farming. Such land uses could
directly replace wildlife habitat and negativelygact important public access to the ranch and to
the Milk River.

X.  EVALUATION OF NEED FOR AN EIS

Based on the above assessment, which has noffidérmtny significant negative impacts from
the proposed action, an EIS is not required anBAars the appropriate level of review. The
overall impact from the successful completion @& pnoposed action would provide substantial
long-term benefits to both the physical and humanrenment.

Xl.  PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

The public comment period will begin on October 2012 and run through November 9, 2012.
Written comments may be submitted to:

Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks

Attn: Buffalo Coulee Project Conservation Easement
54078 Hwy 2 West

Glasgow, MT 59230



Or comments can be emailed to katsmith@mt.gov.

In addition, there will be a public hearing in Glasv on November 7 at the Valley County

Courthouse at 7:00 PM.

Xll.  NAME, TITLE AND PHONE NUMBER OF PERSON RESPONSIBLE FOR
PREPARING THIS EA

Kelvin Johnson, Wildlife Habitat Biologist, and DveHenry, Wildlife Management Biologist,
Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks, 54078 Hwy 2 W&iasgow, MT 59230, 406-228-3700.
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Buffalo Coulee Conservation Easement
MANAGEMENT PLAN DRAFT

A. INTRODUCTION

This conservation easement is based on the habitags found on the Buffalo Coulee
properties. This 3,345 acre working ranch is coseploof approximately 2,825 private acres,
160 acres DNRC, and roughly 360 acres BLM. Apprately 2,844 acres (85%) is native
shrub and prairie grasslands and dense woodyaipaabitat. Irrigated and dryland crops
compose 501 acres (15%) of the project, but 37€saare proposed for management as dense
nesting cover (DNC), cottonwood tree regeneratmal, food plot plantings, which would result
in 96% of the project being either native prainiéhabitat enhancement projects. It contains 2
miles of Milk River frontage. According to Montak&sh, Wildlife and Parks (MFWP), the
resource value of this property is high, basedherdesirable quantities and qualities of
productivity found within the riparian and wetlaodmmunities, grassland complexes, sagebrush
communities, and prairie streams located on tmshraSee Montana’s Comprehensive Fish
and Wildlife Conservation Strategy, Executive Surgn2005” Available at Montana Fish,
Wildlife and Parks, 1420 East Sixth Avenue, Heldvi&, 59620, or by internet at:
http://fwp.mt.gov/specieshabitat/strategy/summaaggitm| for details regarding these four
complexes and plant communities.

Primary objectives of this conservation easemealude: protection and enhancement of the
riparian habitat associated with the Milk River apdiirie streams associated with Buffalo
Coulee and Mooney Coulee; conserving the grasstangplexes and sagebrush communities
associated with this ranch; continuing an activélipuaccess travel plan; and maintaining
healthy wildlife populations within these habitats.

Because hunters are funding this easement, gamespell be used as indicator species based
on habitat availability and potential. In the mi& and wetland communities indicator game
species include: whitetail deer, Merriam’s turkeysg-necked pheasantapurning dovesand
waterfowl. In the grassland complexes and sagélrasimunities, game species include: mule
deer, antelope, sage grouse, and sharp-tail graAdditionally, State Wildlife Grants can

provide FWP the opportunity to survey and invent@pgprian-associated wildlife species in

order to develop a baseline assessment of speceess and diversity, which may also be used,
when appropriate, for assessing management aliegaat

The landowner and FWP intend to phase this managgoien into place over the next 3 years.
Until individual grazing systems are installed, ttatus quo grazing systems will be used in the
interim. Once implemented in its entirety, the ngeraent plan will be revisited cooperatively
between the landowner and FWP in order to refleahges and/or adjustments that may have
occurred during the implementation process orveere potential improvements to the
management plan.
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B. GOALS, OBJECTIVES, PROBLEMS, AND STRATEGIES

GOAL: To protect and enhance the riparian habitat asda@ated uplands along the Milk River
and Buffalo and Mooney Coulees; and protect anduecd the grassland complexes, sage brush
communities, and their associated northern glatiptairie streams within the ranch boundaries;
maximize hunter recreation on these lands; andepreghe overall integrity of these lands for
future generations.

Objective 1. Practice proper stewardship, which translatesdanaging for improved soil
composition, structure and productivity, and fa tlealth and vigor of all vegetation
communities, while positively impacting the tradital land uses.

Strategy 1.Maintain native Milk River and Buffalo and Moon€&pulee riparian
habitats, grassland complex and sagebrush halatadsassociated prairie streams for
wildlife habitat through easement protections. itatons will include standing tree
removal, breaking of native habitats, and removaiparian vegetation, subdivision,
house-site construction, grazing management, aminascial feedlots.

Strategy la.Exhibit A describes the 3-pasture rest rotaticazong plans for the uplands
and the grazing plans for the Milk River Valley tsi Cattle will be allowed throughout
the property, except on 2 specific areas thathvelfenced out along Milk River riparian
areas (which include proposed permanent vegeteggioration and DNC patches) until
vegetative establishment has been determined. Hreas are referred to as “Habitat
Zones” (HZ's). Grazing may be allowed within HZ's prescribed by FWP to manage
the vegetation. The Fall/Winter grazing systemuwtilize existing pastureland, as well
as domestic hay and cropped fields. Repair aregheidns of existing fences will
delineate separate pastures (Exhibit D, Composite).

Strategy 1b.The Landowner will control noxious weeds wheredes.

Objective 2. When demand exists, provide a minimum of 400 éwudéays for big game, and 350
hunter days for game birds. In addition, a minimef50 angler days will be provided if the
demand exists.

Access Strateqgies

Strategy 2.Provide hunter recreation through the existingFFBlock Management
program. Access will be walk-in only, or walk-inlg from designated trails or parking
areas. By minimizing vehicular traffic, more sexareas for game species are provided
during the hunting season, resulting in a bettatityuhunting experiencg€Exhibit C,
Travel Plan)

Strategy 2a.FWP will pursue agreements with adjacent landeg/teallow hunter
access for harvesting all available species.
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Strategy 2b.Provide liberal season structures for all specidss will allow sportsmen
the full opportunity to utilize this area for humgi to maintain healthy wildlife
populations.

Habitat strateqgies

Strategy 2c.Healthy populations of upland game birds willuiesvith the
implementation of Strategies 1, 1a, and 1b. Tk&sgegies will provide quality nesting,
brood rearing, and winter cover for these birdsyal help provide critical habitat for
sage grouse that migrate through from northernéyallounty and from Saskatchewan.
These strategies will also provide improved yeand habitat for whitetail deer, mule
deer, and antelope, especially for fawning and riiyduabitat, and will conserve and
enhance crucial winter habitat for mule deer artdlape populations that migrate from
northern Valley County and from Saskatchewan.

Strategy 2d.FWP and the Landowner will provide both wildlHabitat and efficient
irrigation flows through the irrigation canals. i$istrategy will improve habitat by
allowing vegetation on the outside banks of theatsato remain in the form of nesting
and brood-rearing coveNegetation on the inside of canals will be conéwlby the
landowner by either mowing, or some other mechanieans to facilitate water flow.

Strategy 2e.Implement FWP’s Upland Game Bird Habitat Enhaneeinstrategies on
several areas as outlined in Exhibit B, ProposdthBoements. These include grazing
systems, shelterbelts, DNC fields, fencing ripaaagas and food plots. Implementation
of this strategy will enhance upland game bird talgjuantity and quality. This strategy
will also benefit whitetail deer, mule deer, anpepwaterfowl, and non-game species
through improved habitat conditions. Food ploth lae left each fall after harvest.
Existing agriculture fields will be designated tmnversion into DNC and into
permanent woody vegetation. Shelterbelt opporesitill be explored. There will be
370 acres retired into DNC, food plots, and permanever, and 2 areas composed of
approximately 43 acres fenced off from livestockaiy.

Objective 3. Maintain healthy wildlife populations within tlavailable habitats, taking into
account the negative impacts wildlife may causeearby private lands.

Strategy 3.Maintain healthy, managed whitetail deer, mulergdand antelope
populations through the use of liberal hunting eeas This strategy will be utilized.

Strategy 3a.0On river units, the Block Management plan fosttanch will provide areas
of security for whitetail deer during the huntirgpson. On upland units, the Block
Management plan for this ranch will provide arefsezurity for mule deer and antelope
during the hunting season. These strategies 88lsain keeping deer from moving onto
adjacent ranches that allow limited or no hunteess.
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Strategy 3b.Montana FWP will pursue agreements with adjatzrdowners to allow
hunter access for harvesting whitetail deer orrnivets. This strategy will be an
ongoing effort to alleviate depredation problemtwwvhitetail deer in the area.

Objective 4. Provide non-hunting recreational and educatiopalortunities to the public
through the viewing of wildlife, fishing, and vatis educational uses.

Strategy 4.Public opportunity for wildlife viewing will berehanced through the
Strategies found in Objective 1, as well as Stiategd and 2e. Improved populations of
game and non-game species of birds and mammalsesillt from these habitat
improvements and provide for public viewing. Accésswildlife viewing will continue

to be on a permission basis from the Landowner.

Strategy 4a.Provide a minimum of 150 angler days of fishihthe demand exists.
Fishing opportunities exist along the Milk Rivegame fish commonly found in these
areas include channel catfish, northern pike, aalleye. Fishing opportunities for the
public will continue to be available through cotlied access by the Landowner.

Strategy 4b.The Landowner may allow the property to be wtiiZor educational
purposes associated with schools and various arg@mmns. This conservation easement
will demonstrate how traditional land uses canrbplemented in a manner that benefits
wildlife while maintaining a successful agricultlcgeration.
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EXHIBIT A - GRAZING

Buffalo Coulee Ranch Grazing Management Plan Draft

1) Land Unit Description

The Buffalo Coulee Project includes 2,825 acrepprAximately 85% is native shrub and prairie
grasslands and dense woody riparian habitat. tatgand dryland crops compose 15% of the
project, but 370 acres are proposed for DNC, cettaa regeneration, and food plot plantings,
which would result in almost all of the project hgieither native prairie or habitat enhancement
projects. There are 2 miles of Milk River frongagnd two creeks, Buffalo Coulee and Mooney
Coulee Creeks, bisect this project.

This plan for livestock grazing on the Buffalo CeelProject applies to lands lying in the

Buffalo Coulee Unit, the Riverside Unit, and the dhey Coulee Unit. The Buffalo Coulee
portion of the ranch will consist of 1 grazing gystthat will be divided into 3 main pastures
which will utilize a 3-pasture rest rotation gragisystem. The Riverside and Mooney Coulee
Units will operate in coordination with each othand will consist of 1 grazing system that will
be divided into 5 main pastures which will utilize alternating year use rotation grazing system.
Each grazing system will follow FWP’s grazing starab for summer and winter grazing. In
addition, the Landowner and FWP have identifiedcations on cropped land where the winter
grazing system will diverge from traditional FWRstlards for grazing for animal husbandry
purposes.

2) Current Management Narrative

The ranch is currently managed as a cow-calf loasbperation with a small amount of small
grain production. Currently the ranch maintainpragimately 80 — 100 head of cattle on the
entire ranch. The Buffalo Coulee Unit is currentBed for summer grazing, when cattle arrive
usually in Mid-May, and then leave this systemhaténd of October. The Riverside Unit is
used during the fall, where cattle use the uplgmitons for a few weeks in November, and
then they utilize the river bottom after groundefre in order to minimize field impacts. The
Mooney Coulee Unit is used during the winter uspiting. Cattle utilize the river bottom during
the winter, and then utilize one upland pastureaige in April, and then are turned out into the
next upland pasture for a few weeks until Mid-Mafere they exit the system and head for the
Buffalo Coulee Unit for the summer.

3) Planned Management Narrative with tables and maps
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Buffalo Coulee Unit

Livestock will be managed using a 3-pasture regtian grazing system between dates of May
15 through October 31. The 3 pastures for thisesysire designated on map$B4sl, BC2, and
BC3 (Table 1) Each year, 1 pasture is grazed during the grog&agon, 1 pasture is grazed
after seed-ripe, and one pasture is rested.

Each year grazing rotation dates are: One pasuaitahble to graze from May 15 to August 1; 1
pasture available to graze from August 1 to Oct@ierand 1 pasture rested from livestock
grazing for the entire year. When livestock lethis system, they will go to the Riverside and
Mooney Coulee grazing system.

Refer to Table 2 for an illustrated demonstratibthe summer grazing system during the 10-
year period from 2013 to 2022. Pasture designatfts, BC2, and BC3 are illustrated in the
grazing plan map (Figures 1, 2, 3).

Table 1: Buffalo Coulee Unit pasture numbers, naamesgrazing treatment

Pasture Number Pasture Name Pasture Use
BC1 Buffalo Coulee 1 | Summer Grazing System
BC2 Buffalo Coulee 2 | Summer Grazing System
BC3 Buffalo Coulee 3 | Summer Grazing System

Table 2: Buffalo Coulee Project summer grazingeystor
that portion located in the Buffalo Coulee Unit

Buffalo Coulee Buffalo Coulee Buffalo Coulee

1 2 3
Year (BC1) (BC2) (BC3)
2013 A B C
2014 B C A
2015 C A B
2016 A B C
2017 B C A
2018 C A B
2019 A B C
2020 B C A
2021 C A B
2022 A B C

A = Livestock grazing from May 15 — August 1 (pefiof rapid growth).
B = Livestock grazing from August 1 — October 3ftglaseed ripe).
C = Rest from all livestock grazing for the year.
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p of the summer grazing system forBh#alo Coulee Unit during Year 1.
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Flgure 2: Map of the summer grazmg system foerﬁan Coulee Unit during Year 2.
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Flgure 3: Map of the summer grazmg system foerﬁan Coulee Unit durlng Year 3.
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Riverside Unit and Mooney Coulee Units

Livestock will utilize an alternating year use gragsystem between the dates of November 1
and May 15. However, in order for this system twky livestock will also be permitted to use 2
areas having designated annual use each year|lassvaepasture used as a pass-through and
staging area each year. To help accommodate eacfalause area, livestock will not be
permitted within 2 designated habitat zones. Rief8fable 3 for pasture designations.

PastureRS1 will become available on November 1, and will gemainly as a pass-through and
staging pasture every fall for an approximate lerajt+/-2 weeks in November, until irrigated
hay fields located within the river valley haveZem or dried (minimizing impacts on these
fields with respect to equipment used to farm thHedds the following summer), which usually
occurs during the last half of November. This peests used to trail and sort cattle between
their summer pastures located at Buffalo Couleetheid winter pastures located in the
Riverside and Mooney Coulee Units.

Once livestock leavBRS1], they will be permitted within 2 areas designaedivestock annual
use areas, which includes areas lab&8& andMC1. These 2 areas are composed entirely of
irrigated hay and cropped fields, and do not corafrg/ native or riparian habitats.

PastureRS2will be available every year between the startiate of November 15 and ending
date of April 1. Traditionally, livestock utilizéhis area for a few weeks and then are trailed over
to MC1, located in the Mooney Coulee Unit. However, fhasture can be used until April 1 if
needed. Livestock will not be permitted within tifgarian zones and associated deciduous
gallery located withirRS2 This area will be protected as a habitat zond,isudesignated as

HZ1 on the map.

Refer to Table 4 for an illustrated demonstratibthe fall/winter grazing system during the 10-
year period from 2013 to 2022. Pasture designat®®ik, RS2, and HZ1 are illustrated in the
grazing plan map (Figure 4).

PastureMC1, located in the Mooney Coulee Unit, will also hvaitable every year between the
starting date of November 15 and ending date ofl AprTraditionally, livestock utilize this area
after being trailed over frolRS2 Livestock will not be permitted within the ripan zones and
associated deciduous gallery located wifRB2 This area will be protected as a habitat zone,
and is designated &2 on the map.

PastureMC2 andMC3 are composed of critical antelope winter rangegnetantelope winter
from as early as mid-December until as late astmldte-March. Therefore, they will serve as
livestock calving pastures in the spring, and idlavailable between the starting date of April 1
and ending date of May 13C2 will be available every even year, a3 will be available
every odd year. When livestock leave this systhey will go to the Buffalo Coulee grazing
system.
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Refer to Table 4 for an illustrated demonstratibthe fall/winter grazing system during the 10-
year period from 2013 to 2022. Pasture designatw@$, MC2, MC3, andHZ2 are illustrated

in the grazing plan map (Figure 4).

Table 3: Riverside and Mooney Coulee Pasture nusnbemes and grazing treatments

Pasture Number Pasture Name Pasture Use
RS1 Riverside 1 Winter Grazing System
RS2 Riverside 2 Winter Grazing System
HzZ1 Habitat Zone 1 Permanent Cover
MC1 Mooney Coulee 1 | Winter Grazing System
MC2 Mooney Coulee 2 | Winter Grazing System
McC3 Mooney Coulee 3 | Winter Grazing System
HZ2 Habitat Zone 2 Permanent Cover

Table 4: Buffalo Coulee Project winter grazing systfor

that portion located in the Riverside and Moonewl€e Units.

HZ2

Year RS1 RS2 HzZ1 MC1 mMC2 mC3
2013 Yes Yes No Yes No Yes
2014 Yes Yes No Yes Yes No
2015 Yes Yes No Yes No Yes
2016 Yes Yes No Yes Yes No
2017 Yes Yes No Yes No Yes
2018 Yes Yes No Yes Yes No
2019 Yes Yes No Yes No Yes
2020 Yes Yes No Yes Yes No
2021 Yes Yes No Yes No Yes
2022 Yes Yes No Yes Yes No

No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
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4) Stocking Rate

This grazing plan does not address stocking ratedé2ded lands covered by the easement, the
maximum stocking rate will be based on complianié the grazing system. As long as the
Landowner can graze livestock and remain in compeawith the grazing system, FWP will not
be concerned about the stocking rate. The easawwrittions do not apply to BLM lands, and
stocking rate on the BLM land leased by the landawmill ultimately be determined by the

BLM.

5) Salt and Mineral Management

When salt and mineral supplements are determinbd tesed, they will be located in away from
riparian and wetland zones in a manner that wilimize impacts to these areas. Sites will also
be located away from any known leks (the gathédancing” grounds used each spring by sage
grouse and sharptail grouse).

6) Range Improvements table

In order for the grazing system to operate the eangprovements described below are essential.
Improvement needs are summarized in Table 5.

Table 5. Improvements needed for grazing systereldpment on the Buffalo Coulee Project.
Improvement Location Quantity Cost Funding Source Timeline
Pasture Fence BC3, BC2 2 miles S 14,300 Fed-State-L/0 2016
Well BC3 200 feet S 6,000 Fed-State-L/0 2016
Pipeline BC1 4 miles S 36,500 Fed-State-L/0 2016
Tanks BC1 10 S 17,500 Fed-State-L/0 2016

Whenever possible, pasture improvements will bé sloasred between the landowner and FWP.
In addition, other options will be explored to siethe Buffalo Coulee grazing systems would
gualify and become enrolled in federal habitat pprogs. Funding that was committed by the
National Wild Turkey Federation for habitat improvents and restoration projects along the
Milk River will be considered, and additional patships will be pursued to further defray
Ccosts.

Cost estimates are based on 2012 NRCS paymentudekedat account for both purchase of
materials and labor and installation costs. ladditional partnerships are created to defray
costs, a 50:50 partnership between FWP and thevametr will be established where
appropriate. When conducting the 50:50 ratio sbstre projects, FWP’s portion will include
purchasing materials and the landowner portionpvidlvide labor and installation as in —kind
services.

This system will require 2 miles of fencing to mstructed. At $7,180 per mile for barbed wire
fence, we estimate the total cost for requireddsnn the Buffalo Coulee portion of the
easement to be $14,300. Electric fencing will bedualong the Milk River riparian habitat
zones instead of traditional fencing, due to freqdl®oding issues in this area. The electric
fencing portion will be temporary fencing, and thbor to set up and take down seasonally will
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be provided by the landowner. This fencing is padn ongoing project outside the scope of the
conservation easement.

There will need to be water development project8@1, BC2, and BC3 of the Buffalo Coulee
Unit in order to provide consistent water suppld ama manner that encourages grazing use of
the uplands and reduces pressure on riparian zéxnesw well is proposed near the west end of
BC3 (highest altitude) near the existing power.livgell depth is estimated to be approximately
200 feet. Costs to drill and case the well at $80foot equate to $6,000. An estimated 4 miles
of pipeline and up to 10 tanks that will utilizeagity flow, will need to be installed to provide an
even distribution of water in all three pastur@ost estimation for 4 miles of pipeline is $36,500
and for 10 tanks is $17,500.

7) How the grazing plan addresses Fish and Wildlife Glkctives

The overall objectives of this grazing system arerthance and maintain the vigor and
productivity of vegetation on the Buffalo Couleeject. This grazing system can also ensure
the land's primary use in the future will be fargnand livestock grazing, which depend on
maintaining a productive vegetative resource. ghezing system will benefit a variety of
wildlife.

The terms of the easement conserve the land asitigral and open space to provide year-
round habitat for many of Montana's native wildkfgecies. Conserving native plant
communities is important for most of Montana's getious wildlife species. Implementation of
this rest-rotation grazing system will ensure adeguantity and quality of forage and cover
for a variety of wildlife species found in both apts and riparian habitats. This system will help
maintain and improve sage brush communities locaweithis property that have been found to
be important to both sage grouse and wintering@oge

By developing and improving the grazing systemfasi& and ground water improvements could
be realized as a result of better water distrilbytimprovements in soil condition, reduction of
erosion, and protection of riparian areas. Adddlomater improvements will be developed in
order to improve livestock distribution, upland garconditions, and riparian vigor throughout
the ranch. Besides benefiting wildlife, this systemould benefit fisheries associated with the
Milk River.
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BUFFALO COULEE PROJECT

CONSERVATION EASEMENT
SOCIO-ECONOMIC ASSESSMENT

MONTANA FISH, WILDLIFE AND PARKS

Prepared by:
Rob Brooks & Kelvin Johnson
September 2012
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INTRODUCTION

Montana FWP has the authority under State Law (@01, Montana Code Annotated) to
protect, enhance, and regulate the use of Montdis&’sind wildlife resources for public benefit
now and in the future. As with other FWP propextguisition proposals, the Fish, Wildlife and
Parks Commission and the State Land Board (fomeaists greater than 100 acres or $100,000)
must approve any easement proposal by the ag&ugioeconomic assessments are a part of
the Environmental Assessment (EA) process, andiatathe significant social and economic
impacts of the purchase on local governments, egnpat, schools, and impacts on local
businesses.

This socioeconomic evaluation addresses the puzabfaes conservation easement on
property currently owned by Potter Brothers Farmie report addresses the physical and
institutional setting as well as the social andneeoic impacts associated with the proposed
conservation easement.

. PHYSICAL AND INSTITUTIONAL SETTING

A. Property Description

The 2,825 acre Buffalo Coulee Project propertpcated in Valley County,
approximately 2 miles southwest of Vandalia, arst ahcludes property located 4
miles northwest of Glasgow, and 2 miles east of fiam The Milk River flows along
the western boundaries of the river property, antfdBo Coulee bisects the uplands
unit near Vandalia. The property consists of rigarcorridors, sagebrush and shrub
grasslands, and plains grasslands. Critical wiatlege for migrating antelope, and
habitat that serves as migratory linkage to migtatiage grouse, is included. The
management plan for the property has a detailectriggion of the habitat types and
acreage.

. Habitat and Wildlife Populations

The Buffalo Coulee Project property supports whiteteer, Merriam’s turkeys, ring-
necked pheasantsiourning dovesand waterfowl in its riparian and wetland

communities; and supports game species includee degr, antelope, sage grouse,
and sharp-tail grouse in its grassland complexdssagebrush communities. A host of
other non-game species are also supported by hab#aciated with this property.

. Current Use

The Buffalo Coulee Project property is a workingatathat raises hay, livestock, and
cereal crops.
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D. Management Alternatives
1) Purchase a conservation easement on the pydpeMFWP
2) No purchase

MFWP Purchase of Conservation Easement

The intent of the Buffalo Coulee Project Conseattasement is to protect and
enhance the wildlife habitat currently found on pheperty while maintaining the
agricultural character of the property. Pleaserrad the Deed of Conservation
Easement for a thorough explanation of the termghis easement between MFWP
and the Buffalo Coulee Project property.

No Purchase Alternative

The second alternative, the no purchase optiors doeguarantee the protection the
native habitats nor protect this land from futuwbdivision development, changes in
land uses, or secure access for the public intéutioee.

This alternative requires some assumptions sinee@nd management of the property
will vary depending on what the current owners dec¢d do with the property if
MFWP does not purchase a conservation easement.

The economic impacts associated with this altevadtave not been estimated.

[ll. SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC IMPACTS

Section Il identified the management alternatives teport addresses. The purchase of a
conservation easement will provide long-term priod@cof important wildlife habitat, keep
the land in private ownership and provide for pallccess for hunting. Section Il
quantifies the social and economic impacts of tiegragement option following two basic
accounting stances: financial and local area ingpact

Financial impacts address the cost of the conservaasement to MFWP and discuss the
impacts on tax revenues to local government agsmegtuding school districts.

Expenditure data associated with the use of thpgsty provides information for analyzing

the impacts these expenditures may have on locahésses (i.e. income and
employment).
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A. Financial Impacts

The conservation easement proposed on the Buffalde€ Project property will be
secured by dollars from FWP’s Habitat Montana PaogrMFWP’s financial
obligation is estimated to be in the range of $800,to $800,000 pending appraisal.

Maintenance/management costs related to the easamesmssociated with monitoring
the property to insure the easement terms are lieilogved.

The financial impacts to local governments arepibiential changes in tax revenues
resulting from the purchase of the conservatioe®ant. The conservation easement
will not change the ownership of the property ndt itvchange the type or level of use
on the property Therefore, the purchase of aerwation easement on this land will
have no impact on the current level of taxes paidalley County.

B. Economic Impacts

The purchase of a conservation easement will iettthe agricultural activities on the
Buffalo Coulee Project property. The number of $iteek run on the property will not
change. However a rest rotation grazing systembeilimplemented under the terms of
the conservation easement. The financial impadiscal businesses will be neutral,
given there is no significant changes to the ayiucal practices on the property.

The easement will provide access for hunting. fitmaber of hunters and number of
hunter days are defined in the conservation easeageeement. Based on the
minimum number of 750 annual hunter days and 180rfg days specified in the
conservation easement, the hunters and anglemngithe Buffalo Coulee Project
property will contribute about $104,000 annuallybtesinesses in the local economy.
This estimate is based on about 70% of the hunitsegbeing resident hunters and 30%
nonresident, and 100% of the angling use beingleess.

V. FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS

The conservation easement will provide long-terotgmtion for wildlife habitat, maintain
the agricultural integrity of the land, and enspublic hunting opportunities.

The purchase of a conservation easement by MFWRa@eticause a reduction in tax
revenues on this property from their current letel¥alley County.

The agricultural/ranching operations will contimatetheir current levels. The financial

impacts of the easement on local businesses wilklgral to slightly positive in both the
short and long run.
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